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CONCLUSION

Notwithstanding the country-wide opposition to the proposed closures, the outcome of the Post Office’s
so-called consultation in Kent was virtually identical to the original closure proposals. Of the 58 post offices
in Kent that the Post Office proposed for closure, 56 have now been sentenced to close following the
consultation. Though the Post Office announced in its “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent” on page 35
that it was not going to proceed with the closure of Cliff’s End and Hawkhurst post offices, it announced at
the same time that it was going to propose instead, what it revealing described as £replacement branch
closures”, the proposed closure of the Goodnestone Post Office and the Lane End Post Office. It seems highly
likely, therefore, that the Post Office will end up with exactly the same number of post offices closed in Kent
after the consultation as it proposed at the outset, namely 58.

The outcome of the consultation was, in effect, as now revealed, predetermined before the consultation
commenced. As the Post Office now states on page 35 of the “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent”: “In
implementing the Programme across the UK, Post Office Ltd must meet the requirements set out by the
Government which include: The compulsory closure of up to 2,500 branches”.

I consider that only one conclusion can be drawn from the conduct of the Post Office’s consultation in
Kent and its outcome, which is that the consultation exercise was a time-wasting and purposeless charade.

4 January 2008

Letter from Graham Stuart MP

Thank you for your letter dated 6 December. I am delighted that your Committee will be looking into
this important issue, which is of great concern to local people in Beverley and Holderness. Let me explain
the current situation in my constituency.

As you may be aware, I represent a rural area with an older than average population. Some 18% of its
population is over 65, compared with a national average of 15%, and many people live in isolated rural
communities with a less than ideal public transport network.

The Government’s restructuring programme proposed four local Post Office closures in the constituency:
in Hollym near Withemsea, in Mappleton near Hornsea, in Lockington near Beverley (albeit replaced by
four hours of outreach) and in Grovehill Road in Beverley. These were all confirmed by Post Office Ltd just
before Christmas, following the statutory six-week consultation period.

The decision has had a profound impact on the local community. During the six-week consultation
period, more than 8,000 residents in Hull and the East Riding wrote to the Post Office opposing the planned
closures. I handed in a petition to No 10 Downing Street containing the names of 5,000 people opposing
the planned closures in my constituency. More than 80 people turned up to a public meeting on a cold
autumn night to show their support of the Grovehill Road branch. The East Riding of Yorkshire Council
also announced that it was opposed to the closures.

Of all the decisions to close individual Post Offices across Beverley and Holderness, and across the
country, the Grovehill branch seems one of the most bizarre. Grovehill is a huge success. It takes in between
£150,000 and £165,000 each week and is used by around 1,500 loyal customers. Roughly 65% of these are
over 65. The branch is a lifeline for hundreds of people. I joined a long queue of customers on a Monday
morning in November an hour before the branch opened.

With Beverley set to expand further, there can be little doubt that the branch will be in further demand
in the future. Its closure, therefore, cannot be justified on purely economic grounds. Nor, however, can it
be justified on social grounds. The recent Trade and Industry Select Committee report on the restructuring
programme rightly stated “We believe that other natural and social barriers should also be taken into
account. These might explicitly allow for other factors affecting actual accessibility, rather than raw
distance”. This is especially relevant to Grovehill.

The branch is situated on one of the largest social and private housing estates in the whole of the East
Riding of Yorkshire. Its occupants are among some of the poorest and most vulnerable people in the area.
There are also lots of elderly people living in and around the estate. Forcing these people to walk from the
centre of Beverley, at least 20 minutes away, carrying large amounts of cash, does not strike me as a sensible
proposal.

The closure of Grovehill will also have an adverse impact on congestion. If the branch were to close,
people would be forced to use the main Register Square branch in the centre of Beverley, which is not on a
through road. The nearest bus stop is more than 250 yards away, which was mentioned in the Post Office’s
consultation document even though the bus from Grovehill does not travel to it. People from Grovehill will
find themselves at the town’s main bus station—around 500 yards away. There are no parking spaces outside
the branch except for those with a disabled badge, and precious few of them. Congestion in and around
Register Square is already a frequent occurrence end will only be exacerbated by the addition of hundreds
of Grovehill Road customers.



Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence Ev 135

I can see no reason for Grovehill’s inclusion in the Governments closure programme and in this respect,
the decision to go ahead with its closure was made with little reference to the views of local people, who
overwhelmingly voted for its intention. This has led to widespread disillusionment with the process of local
consultations and has left people feeling removed from the centre of decision making.

Many people had complaints about the consultation process itself. Firstly, the six-week statutory period
was far too short. It provided insufficient time for residents and local councils to digest the consultation
document and establish their response. It also prevented local people from building up a proper campaign
network. The Cabinet Office guidelines suggest a timetable of 12-week and this surely would have been
more suitable.

Secondly the conduct of Postwatch was a cause of great concern. Postwatch, the supposed consumer
voice, were remarkably quiet throughout the whole process. One representative turned up to the public
meeting to discuss the Grovehill Road branch, but said little. Other that that, I was not contacted by them
at all throughout the six-week period.

It is the responsibility of Postwatch to ensure that individual branch closures do not have an adverse
impact on local communities. They have the authority to contact the Royal Mail Group when they think a
decision needs to be looked at again. They should have been much more visible to the general public and
should have made more of an effort to explain their supposed role in the process.

Post Office, on the other hand, were easier to deal with. They kept me informed of what decisions were
being taken and when. They agreed to meet with me to discuss each individual branch closure and were fully
briefed on all the issues surrounding that branch. The consultation document was clear, concise and
published in good time and I received few complaints from my constituents about its layout. They also
turned up to the Grovehill Road public meeting.

One area of concern relates to the general lack of information available to my constituents. For example,
at the Grovehill Road public meeting we were repeatedly told that the Post Office was losing £3 million a
week, yet we were not given specific information about the profitability of the branch (I was told only in
confidence). People therefore couldn’t make a proper assessment of the branch’s viability. Without wishing
to pry into the personal finances of the Sub-postmaster, some non-confidential information would have
enabled people to see if there was a pattern of increasing or decreasing profit or loss.

Another area of concern relates to the number of Post Office branches the Government has stated it wishes
to close across the country. Alistair Darling, in his statement to the House last year, said that 2,500 branches
would be shut. This was the Government’s figure and we were told that it was non-negotiable. We were also
told that if one branch was to earn a reprieve, another one not too far away would have to be sacrificed. Yet
I have not seen any mechanism for how that subsequent loss would be consulted on. This strengthens the
argument made by some that the consultation was not genuine and that the Government intended to close
these 2,500 branches no matter what.

In conclusion, my main areas of concern are fourfold: the totally inadequate length of the consultation
process itself, total ignorance of what would happen in the event of a reprieve for a local branch, the role
(or lack of) that Postwatch played in the proceedings and their non-efforts to engage with the local
population, and the extent to which the final decisions reflected the will of the local population. In the case
of Beverley and Holderness, and the four Post Office branches mentioned, it is my opinion that they did not.
In the specific case of Grovehill, the decision to close the branch was one of most bizarre I have ever seen.
This is an area that needs to be addressed in your inquiry.

15 January 2008

Letter from Desmond Swayne MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December regarding the Committee’s analysis of the Post Office Network
Change Programme. I have already furnished you with a copy of my response on behalf o the three post
offices nominated for closure in my own constituency.

In general terms, I had no difficulty with the consultation process except in two regards. First, the principle
that the network size was to be fixed and therefore if a successful representation was made on behalf of one
of the nominated post offices, this would result in another post office not yet nominated being closed.
Second, the enforced purdah that was placed on the postmasters in the nominated post offices on pain of
financial penalty.

Although the consultation period was relatively short. I did find that the Post Office was relatively helpful
when I sought further clarification on the criteria that had been used to arrive at the nominations.

6 December 2007
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Letter from Paddy Tipping MP

I am pleased that the Select Committee is looking at the consultation process involved with the Network
Change Programme.

I would like to make the following points:

1. The arrangement is for MPs to receive prior notice before proposals become public. In the case of
the East Midlands I received a day’s notice prior to the publication of the plan and the same before
publication of decisions. Greater notice would be helpful.

2. In the East Midlands 77 sub-post offices were proposed for closure. In the end 75 were closed—
just two saved. In the main the Post Office simply repeated the original reasons for proposed
closure and failed to recognise the arguments against the proposed closure. Local residents believe
that closures were a foregone conclusion and that the consultation had little value.

3. No real analysis backed up proposals for closure, for example, disadvantage, the age profile of
local residents, future housing and population growth were simply ignored. In effect, the driver for
the change programme appeared simply to be the proximity of other outlets.

17 December 2007

Letter from Andrew Turner MP

Thank you for providing me with the opportunity to express some views on the process of consulting with
regards Post Office branch closures and the Network Change programme.

I thought it would be helpful to provide some background so that my comments with regards specific
issues on the Isle of Wight have some context.

Between 14 December 2006 and 8 March 2007 the Government ran a 12-week consultation on the Post
Office Network.

In May 2007 the Government issued its response to the now called “Network Change Programme” which
set out minimum access criteria for the Post Office to use in order to determine which closures would take
place.

The first point I think it is worth making is that it is almost disingenuous to hold something called a
“consultation” with regards post office closures as already at this point it appears as though the decision
had been taken to close 2,500 branches out of the network of some 14,300 branches.

To use the word consultation in respect to proposed individual post office closures often gives the most
vulnerable in society false hope that there is a very good chance that the decision to close can be reversed.
As such I would recommend that the Post Office stop using the word consultation as I am sure that the
closure figures will indicate that it is statistically very improbable that any decision will be reversed.

On 11 October of 2007 we received a letter with the Area Plan for Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. The
plan included the proposal to close five urban and five rural branches on the Isle of Wight.

Formal consultation commenced on 16 October 2007 and lasted for six weeks until 26 November.

On 23 November 2007 the Isle of Wight Chamber of Commerce, the Isle of Wight Rural Community
Council and myself responded to the consultation.

Unfortunately I never received any response from the Post Office to the submission and in an email of 9
January I was told that this was due to an administrative error. I think that, in future, greater care should
be made to ensure that elected representatives are communicated with by the Post Office.

Whilst the removal of any post office service is regrettable we specifically made representations on four
of the 10 branches threatened with closure. In the reasons given for the closure of three of these branches,
it appears as though representations made in response to the consultation were either ignored to an extent
or not read.

LOWTHER BRANCH

Mention was made about the unique geographical nature of the area, given that there are some of the
steepest inhabited hills in the country in the catchment area of the branch.

This issue which was raised as one of the objections to the closure seemed to have been completely ignored
in the area plan decision booklet, as was the issue with regards deprivation.
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CALBOURNE BRANCH

An objection was raised to the closure of this branch, with specific mention being made about the
uncertainty of the alternative services available.

In the Area Plan Decision Booklet this issue was not mentioned as having been raised, which again makes
you question the whole “consultation” process.

The proposed alternatives included Brighstone. It is impossible to reach and alternative Post Office (at
Carisbrooke and Yarmouth) so neither should include Brighstone as an alternative.

HuUNNYHILL BRANCH

Future developments were identified as was the vital issue of providing local banking services; yet again
this was not mentioned in the Area Plan Decision Booklet.

Whilst I appreciate the Committee cannot look into specific closures, it appears as though responses to
the consultation have not always taken into account representations made by interested parties making the
consultation process itself seem almost sham like. As such I believe in future any Area Plan Decision book
may well be advised to give much more comprehensive reasons for both closure, and why reasons submitted
as to why a branch should remain have been overruled.

We have also been led to believe that in meetings between Postwatch and Royal Mail to discuss the Area
Plan, Royal Mail have only provided verbal confirmation as to their proposals. This seem to be unacceptable
and I would suggest that there should be some process whereby Royal Mail puts in writing to the Consumer
watchdog what its intentions actually are in order to avoid any misunderstandings.

Finally I question whether it is helpful for the meetings between the Postwatch and Royal Mall when
deliberating potential closures in a Members constituency to remain confidential.

13 January 2008

Letter from Peter Viggers MP
Thank you for your letter of 6 December about the Post Office review.

The Post Office recommended the closure of one Post Office in my constituency. The Bury Cross Post
Office proposed for closure was criticised mainly because it lacked bus and other communications. In fact,
the Bury Cross Post Office probably has the best communications in the entire constituency being served by
several bus routes and being opposite the local hospital. It is seriously disturbing that a closure should be
proposed on the basis of facts which are completely wrong.

We are, of course, making representations and hoping that closure will not go ahead.
20 December 2007

Letter from Rt Hon Ann Widdicombe MP
Thank you very much indeed for your letter of 6 December.

I was delighted to learn that your Committee has decided to follow up on its work on restructuring the
Post Office network. I have always been opposed to the closure of post offices and I consider the recent
consultation exercise to have been a fait accompli.

I received numerous letters from constituents about the process, in particular from the people of
Hawkhurst, who were set to lose two of their three post offices.

I did have the opportunity to meet with the Post Office, but I am afraid my concerns went unheard. Six
post offices were threatened with closure in Maidstone and the Weald, and only one was reprieved.
Communities such as those surrounding the Benenden Chest Hospital have lost a vital community service
and fear that this wave of closures will be the first of many.

The response to the consultation in my mind was brief and dismissive of the objections made by myself
and those who participated in the process. Post offices perform a highly significant role in communities
across the country and if key facilities such as renewing your TV licence continue to be withdrawn post
offices face a very bleak future.

11 January 2008




Ev 138 Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence

Letter from Derek Wyatt MP
Thank you for your letter of 6 December 2007.

We had three sub-post offices that were due to close. We had the consultation— two of the three were
profitable. One was semi-rural with one bus into Sittingbourne and one bus out a day (none at weekends).
Another represented a working-class hinterland. The owner of the third did not want to continue.

We opposed the closure of the two. We held public meetings with the Post Office. They closed all three.
The whole consultation was a sham.

It should be possible to franchise a sub-post office as I suggested in the debate. The Post Office can only
survive if it has a monopoly through its Crown post offices. I have asked the Information Commissioner to
release all the correspondence surrounding the decisions.

I would be happy to appear in front of the Committee.
12 December 2007

Letter from Tim Yeo MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December about the local area consultation for the Network Change
Programme. You ask me for my views on how the process has been handled in my constituency.

At all stages Royal Mail Management have treated me courteously and correctly and I have been kept
informed of their decisions and given advance warning of announcements. I have not received any
complaints from constituents that the consultation process has been handled incorrectly.

On 13 June 2007 I had a meeting with Jim Fitzpatrick, the Minister responsible for Postal Services at that
time. He was attentive and the meeting was useful. However it has become quite apparent that Ministers
have not taken into account the deeply and widely held concerns that the Government’s decision to close a
large part of the rural post office network is causing—Ministers have, quite simply, not listened. The
Government is intent on forcing through a policy which has many damaging effects in constituencies like
mine.

Your Committee may be interested to read the enclosed paper I produced when I was Shadow Secretary
of State for Trade and Industry. This Government had adopted a blinkered approach to the future of Royal
Mail resulting in a disastrous policy.

19 December 2007

Letter from Rt Hon Sir George Young Bt MP
Thank you for your letter dated 6 December.

As you will know from my intervention in the debate on your Committee’s report, we would have
welcomed more openness about the viability of the post offices that were being proposed for closure. Not
only would this have encouraged a better informed debate but it would also have given local authorities and
others the opportunity to consider whether they would dig into their pockets and make an offer to the Post
Office to keep a particular sub-post office open, without the Post Office itself being out of pocket.

Some of the sub-postmasters I spoke to felt constrained about what they could say, due to their agreement
with the Post Office.

There was a feeling that the consultation period was too short, and real concern that the alternative post
offices—who would have to cope with the business from the closed ones—would not be able to
accommodate the extra business.

Final decisions on Hampshire are not going to be announced until after the final date for written responses
to your Committee.

6 December 2007
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